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We older people are leaving young people a tough row to hoe.  So when they figure out 

something on their own, the best thing that we can do is support their efforts. 

That’s the philosophy that Dan Miller and I had in writing the op-ed below (A Socially and 

Environmentally Just Way to Fight Climate Change), published yesterday in The Hill. 

It is heartening to see young people thinking through a policy that is needed to solve the climate 

problem and at the same time benefits low and middle income people.   

More than 350 student government presidents agreed on a bipartisan statement to follow the 

science – climate, energy, and economics – endorsing (Students for Carbon Dividends), as I 

described in a Communication in July. 

The greatest threat that young people face is from their adult friends.  Several years ago, after 

arduous efforts by thousands of Citizens Climate Lobby volunteers, Washington noticed carbon 

fee and dividend.  Immediately politicians went into partisan business-as-usual.  Barbara Boxer 

and Bernie Sanders introduced a fee and dividend bill, grabbing 40% of the money for the 

government.  That destroys the bill for climate purposes – because the public will not allow such 

a fee – with most of the public losing money – to continue to rise. 

When politicians strangle fee & dividend by grabbing the money, they kill the goose that lays 

golden eggs.  Fee & dividend, if not strangled, spurs the economy, creates millions of jobs, and 

thus increases government revenues.  Those increased government revenues can be used for 

social programs, for pre-K, for reducing higher education costs, and so on, but there are no such 

revenues if the goose is dead. 

Do you think that the failure of American politicians to understand this is because Americans are 

especially dim-witted?  I went to New Zealand, Australia, and more than half a dozen European 

countries.  Politicians in all countries could not see a basic difference between fee & dividend 

and cap & trade, with the government grabbing the money from auctions and fuel taxes.  Can the 

politicians not see the people beneath the yellow vests?  People are not stupid.  They can see that 

the politicians have become elites, out of touch with the common person.  The people are fed up.  

Fortunately, some young people understand the situation – they want a solution that works in the 

entire country.  I still believe that we need a third party (after a transition) to force a clean-up of 

the mess in Washington, but let’s support young people as they push for a bipartisan approach. 

https://esd.copernicus.org/articles/8/577/2017/
https://www.s4cd.org/statement
https://www.s4cd.org/
http://www.columbia.edu/~jeh1/mailings/2020/20200731_StudentLeadership.pdf
https://citizensclimatelobby.org/


A socially and environmentally just way to fight climate change 

BY JAMES E. HANSEN AND DANIEL H. MILLER, OPINION CONTRIBUTORS — 09/09/20 
 

A majority of the public is in favor of action on climate change, and putting a fee 
or tax on the carbon content of fossil fuels is generally accepted — including 
among conservatives — as a key method for reducing greenhouse gas emissions. 
However, while the cost of climate solutions was a major issue preventing action 
in the past, now some progressives insist that climate action also meet the goals 
of social and environmental justice. Because of that, some progressive groups 
such as the Climate Justice Alliance have come out against “putting a price on 
carbon.”  

These progressive groups oppose carbon pricing because they view it as a 
regressive tax that disproportionately affects lower income people who must 
spend a higher percentage of their income on heating, cooling and 
transportation. This was one of the reasons that the Sierra Club did not support a 
Washington State carbon pricing initiative. 

While it is true that most carbon taxes are regressive, there is one carbon pricing 
policy that is actually anti-regressive and helps lower income people the most. 
It’s called Fee and Dividend and it is quite simple: A fee is collected from fossil 
fuel companies at the point where fossil fuels enter the domestic market — at the 
mine, well or port of entry. The fee starts small — about $15 per ton of carbon 
dioxide embedded in the fuel – and goes up $10 every year.   

What does that mean for consumers? By the time it reaches $100 per ton, the fee 
will raise gasoline prices 90 cents per gallon. It will also raise the price of every 
product or activity that relies on fossil fuels. This higher price will spur 
development of low carbon energy and products made with little or no fossil 
fuels, driving a transition to a clean energy economy. 

Here is the key to Fee and Dividend: The money collected — every penny — is 
distributed as a dividend to all legal residents on an equal basis. You and Bill 
Gates get the same amount, received every month in your bank account, or on a 
debit card if you have no bank. The dividend will be substantial — a $100 per ton 
carbon fee with today’s fossil fuel use translates to about $5,500 per year for a 
family of four — a significant sum for lower income Americans. 

Because wealthy people generate much more carbon dioxide than poor or 
middle-class people do, the dividend for almost all lower income people will 
exceed the increased prices they pay due to the carbon fee. In fact, the U.S. 
Treasury Department estimates that the bottom 70 percent of households by 
income will make money under Fee and Dividend, with the poorest 

https://www.pewresearch.org/science/2019/11/25/u-s-public-views-on-climate-and-energy/
https://news.mit.edu/2018/carbon-taxes-could-make-significant-dent-climate-change-0406
https://www.ienearth.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Carbon-Pricing-A-Critical-Perspective-for-Community-Resistance-Online-Version.pdf
https://www.sierraclub.org/washington/sierra-club-position-carbon-washington-ballot-initiative-732
https://www.sierraclub.org/washington/sierra-club-position-carbon-washington-ballot-initiative-732
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carbon_fee_and_dividend
https://oi-files-d8-prod.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/file_attachments/mb-extreme-carbon-inequality-021215-en.pdf?cid=aff_affwd_donate_id78888&awc=5991_1599612630_0af00c0292403d3c8af42edb3c5e966b
https://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/tax-policy/tax-analysis/Documents/WP-115.pdf


having the biggest increase. The top 30 percent of households will pay more in 
higher prices than they get in the dividend, but it won’t be a big relative cost for 
them. 

The most important point about Fee and Dividend is its “border adjustment” — a 
duty on products imported from countries that don’t have an equivalent price on 
carbon pollution.  

This not only protects American businesses, but it will cause most nations to put 
their own price on carbon since they won’t want their exports to be at an 
economic disadvantage. 

The voluntary Paris Accord is simply wishful thinking and is having little 
impact on global emissions. Fee and Dividend will be the most effective and 
direct underlying force for a global climate solution. 

An economic study by Regional Economic Models Inc. shows that Fee and 
Dividend over 20 years will create 2.8 million U.S. jobs and grow GDP by $1.4 
trillion, while reducing greenhouse gas emissions more than 50 percent. The 
policy makes sense, regardless of one’s belief about the urgency of addressing 
climate change. 

And, while Fee and Dividend is a progressive policy, it is also a conservative 
policy. It is revenue-neutral and does not pick winners or losers. Republican 
statesmen such as James Baker and George Shultz are strong supporters of Fee 
and Dividend, as well as Democrats such as Adam Schiff and Pete Buttigieg. 

A Fee and Dividend bill now stands before Congress — The Energy Innovation 
and Carbon Dividend Act. Some politicians suggest using some of the collected 
fee for specific programs, but that makes the policy regressive. Other people 
want income restrictions on who receives the dividend, but that makes the policy 
more complex and makes it harder for everyone, including poor people, to access 
the dividend. 

Fee and Dividend policy is simple, efficient and socially and environmentally just. 
It will create millions of jobs, spur the economy and drive down global emissions. 
We have no time to waste. It is imperative that we implement Fee and Dividend 
promptly — at the latest, with the new Congress in January. 

Dr. James E. Hansen is director of the Program on Climate Science, Awareness and Solutions 
at Columbia University and is also an adjunct professor at Columbia University. He is the 
former director of the NASA Goddard Institute for Space Studies.  

Daniel H. Miller is managing director of The Roda Group, a venture capital group that focuses 
on clean and sustainable technologies. He is a noted speaker on climate change and an 
advocate for carbon pricing.  

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/12/07/climate/world-emissions-paris-goals-not-on-track.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/12/07/climate/world-emissions-paris-goals-not-on-track.html
http://citizensclimatelobby.org/remi-report/
https://clcouncil.org/plan-co-authors/
https://clcouncil.org/plan-co-authors/
https://trackbill.com/bill/us-congress-house-bill-763-energy-innovation-and-carbon-dividend-act-of-2019/1653089/
https://thehill.com/policy/energy-environment/444330-buttigieg-climate-plan-includes-a-carbon-tax
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/763


You can sign up for our monthly global temperature updates here. 

You can sign up for my other Communications here. 

I opened a Twitter account @DrJamesEHansen, (https://twitter.com/drjamesehansen), but I am 

focusing mainly on finishing Sophie’s Planet. 

https://us1.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=0ebaeb14fdbf5dc65289113c1&id=e318b2b9ff
https://columbia.us1.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=0ebaeb14fdbf5dc65289113c1&id=2256fd804a
https://twitter.com/drjamesehansen

